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  Dedication


For those who keep looking. 
For the people who open the forgotten file, follow the inconsistent number, ask the inconvenient question, and refuse to mistake silence for truth.
For everyone who has ever stood before a mystery and chosen curiosity over certainty.
And for those who believe that even after sixty years, the truth is still worth finding.
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  Chapter 1: The Approach


The Calyx should have been a tomb, and tombs did not keep their lights on. 
Mara watched the hulk swell in the viewport as the Margin matched its drift, and she counted the lit ports along its flank the way she counted anything that refused to add up. Forty years of reading salvage claims had taught her that numbers told the truth before people did, and the number here was eleven. Eleven ports of soft amber light strung down the length of a spine that had been silent for sixty years, steady and unhurried, the light of a house where someone had forgotten to go to bed. A dead ship ran cold. A dead ship ran dark. This one wore its lamps like a house with the porch light left burning, and Mara sat in the cockpit she was not supposed to be in and read the wrongness of it the way she read everything, slow and complete, before she let herself believe any single part.
She had been awake for most of the approach. Sleep came hard to her on other people’s schedules, and the Margin kept the brutal practical hours of a working hull, lights dimmed to spare the cells, air recycled until it tasted of everyone aboard at once. For six weeks she had learned the tug the way she learned everything, which was by what it tried not to show her. The galley smelled of scorched protein no matter the hour. A patch of decking outside the drive room had gone pale under one man’s boots, worn by a route he walked without knowing he walked it. The crew’s voices dropped a register when they believed the passenger had gone below, and rose again when she came back up, and the gap between the two registers was a thing Mara could have measured to the decibel. She knew them better than they knew she knew them, and she had no intention of correcting the imbalance, because the imbalance was the only advantage a paying passenger had on a hull full of people who did this for a living.
It was not a malicious habit, the reading, whatever the crew would have made of it had they known. It was closer to breathing. A person who spent forty years finding the one wrong figure in ten thousand right ones did not get to put the skill down when she left the office; it came home with her, came aboard with her, totaling every room she sat in. She had long since stopped being able to tell whether it was a thing she did or a thing she was. She only knew that a face that held itself a little too still, a kindness offered a half-beat too smoothly, a silence that fell a half-register too low when she entered, all of it resolved into meaning for her whether she willed it or not, and that she had built a quiet life out of seeing what people did not mean to show and saying nothing about any of it.
“Don’t fall in love with the glow,” Renn said from the pilot’s couch. He didn’t look up from the burn. His hands moved across the board with the unthinking economy of a man who’d matched velocity with a thousand drifting hulls, and his voice had the flat patience of someone reciting a thing he’d said to a hundred passengers who never cared to hear it. “Trickle systems. Old hulls hold a charge for decades if the core stays sealed. The cells bleed out slow, the lamps run on what’s left, and it looks like somebody’s home when it’s just physics taking its time about dying. Means the strip’ll be clean. That’s all it means.”
“Sixty years silent,” Mara said. “And a sealed core.”
“She ran fast on her outbound leg. Faster than near about anything we’ve ever hauled.” He said it the way a man mentions weather, a fact with no weight on it, and Mara filed it anyway in the quiet back room of herself that never threw anything away, because she had learned long ago that the load-bearing facts of a person’s life arrived in exactly that tone, offhand, unguarded, mentioned because the speaker had no idea they mattered. “Time goes strange at that clip. You get a ship that ran as hard as the Calyx did, you don’t go asking too close how long she’s really been out here, or you’ll give yourself a headache the numbers won’t cure.”
Mara asked herself exactly that, close and silent, and gave herself the headache, and said nothing.
She was not supposed to be in the cockpit. The contract she’d signed two systems back put her three decks down in the passenger berth, a paid body in transit and nothing more, riding the Margin as far as the Halgren colonies because it was the only hull going that way before the lanes iced over for the season and stranded the indecisive for half a year. That was the story she’d given Vell when she booked, and it was true the way a clean ledger is true, which is to say it accounted for every figure and explained none of them. The story left out the part that mattered. It left out the records office two systems back, the clerk who shouldn’t have let her read the Margin’s filed contracts and had, for a consideration, and the single line in those contracts that had stopped Mara’s breath in a way she’d spent forty years training her breath not to do. A salvage claim. A generation ship called the Calyx, lost on the Tessonce run, silent sixty years. She had booked passage the same afternoon, on the same tug, telling no one, because there was no telling it without it sounding like what it was, which was a woman following the faint cold edge of a thing she had spent most of her life pretending not to feel.
She did not know why the name Calyx had reached into her chest and closed a fist. She only knew that it had, the way certain words did, the way the blank at the bottom of her own life sometimes did when she was tired and her guard was thin, and that a person who had built her whole self around not touching that blank had nonetheless paid good money and six weeks of her life to ride a salvage tug toward a ship she’d never heard of until she read its name on a claim and felt the fist close.
The crew had stopped minding her after the first week. She had a way of being in a room without asking anything of it, of folding herself so small in the attention of others that they came to treat her the way they treated a fixture, a thing that was simply there, the passenger, harmless, dull, forgettable. It suited her down to the ground. A woman nobody watched was a woman free to watch everyone, and Mara had built a career and a life out of being the unwatched watcher, the one who read the room while the room forgot she could read.
The Calyx rolled a few degrees on its slow tumble, and the name lifted out of the dark along the prow. The letters stood tall as a man, pitted by sixty years of micrometeorite weather, and below them, smaller, ran the registry string.
Mara read it without deciding to. Her trade had ruined her for unread text the way other people couldn’t pass a mirror without checking their own face. A string of characters in her sightline simply resolved itself into meaning whether she willed it or not, and this one became something that made the small hairs rise along her forearms inside the sleeve of her shipsuit.
The string was wrong.
Not forged. She knew forged the way a baker knew a bad egg by its weight in the hand, by a wrongness that announced itself before you cracked the shell, and this was not that. This was stranger and quieter and worse. The hull number ran clean for nine characters, every one of them correct, the registry grammar perfect, and then it carried a tenth character in a slot that no registry office in her lifetime had ever issued, a position that did not exist in the standard, a digit appended to a string that had no business being longer than nine. A registry string was a sentence in a language with no idioms. Every character meant one thing and only that thing, and a character that meant nothing was not a typo, because the machines that stamped hulls did not improvise and did not err and did not, ever, add a tenth digit for decoration. Someone had built that string. Someone had decided, deliberately, that the Calyx required a character the rest of the registered universe had agreed to do without, and had stamped it into the prow for sixty years of nobody to read.
She set it aside with the eleven amber lamps, and she kept her face the way she always kept it, smooth and mild and unremarkable, because a passenger who read registry strings off a dead ship’s prow was a passenger with a reason to be in the cockpit, and Mara had spent a great deal of effort being a woman with no reason to be anywhere.
“There,” said the woman at the second console.
Dossou. The medic, and the only one of the four who had ever looked Mara in the eye and meant it. The first night out she had slid a second cup of the bitter shipboard tea across the galley table without being asked and without making anything of it, a small unbidden kindness Mara had filed and turned over and failed, in six weeks, to fully account for. Now Dossou tapped her screen twice, frowning at what came up, and the frown was the frown of a professional whose instruments were telling her something her training said they shouldn’t.
“Atmosphere reads breathable,” she said. “Cold, but breathable. Sixty years and she’s still holding air.”
“Holding air she’s got no business holding,” Renn said.
“I didn’t say I liked it.” Dossou pulled the reading larger, and the numbers sat there on her screen, green and patient and impossible. “I said she’s holding it. Pressure’s a hair under standard. Oxygen’s low but it’s present, and it’s turning over, which is the part I can’t make sit right. A hull that’s been open to the black for sixty years reads as vacuum. Flat zeros. Nothing to argue with, nothing to read, a tomb. This one’s arguing with me. There’s a partial pressure here that says something’s still making air, or scrubbing it, or both, and nothing makes air for sixty years on a trickle.”
“Scrubbers running on the same trickle as the lamps,” Renn said, but he’d turned in his couch to look at her screen, and Mara filed that too, because a man certain of his own explanation did not turn around to check it against the instruments. He turned around because some part of him had heard the wrongness in the number and needed to see it for himself.
“Scrubbers don’t run sixty years on a trickle,” Dossou said. “Nothing does. You can hold a charge in a sealed cell for decades, fine, I’ll give you the lamps. But the lamps don’t breathe. Air’s a process. A process needs power feeding it the whole way, continuous, and a trickle can’t feed a process for sixty years, it can barely keep a lamp lit.” She sat back from the screen and looked at the hulk in the viewport, the eleven amber ports, the breathing dark. “Something kept that air alive a lot longer than a trickle should allow. I don’t have a word for what. But I’ve got a number, and the number says she’s breathing, and dead ships don’t.”
A dead ship doesn’t breathe. Mara knew the shape of that wrongness the way she’d known the registry string, and the two of them went into the back room together and sat down side by side and did not explain each other. Eleven lamps. A tenth digit. A hull holding air it had no business holding, scrubbing carbon out of a sixty-year silence as if there were still lungs aboard putting it in. Three figures that would not reconcile, and Mara’s whole life had been the noticing of figures that would not reconcile, the small cold pull of a column that refused to sum, the thing she could no more leave alone than Renn could leave a gauge on a dead hull he meant to scuttle anyway.
The captain came up the ladder then, and the cockpit got smaller around him.
Vell was a wide unhurried man who talked in the language of cost, and he’d signed Mara aboard with the same flat courtesy he’d have shown a crate of bonded cargo, read her fare, read her papers, found them in order, and forgotten her. He braced one broad hand on the frame and took in the hulk through the glass, and whatever he felt about a breathing ship that should have been a tomb, he kept it behind the closed ledger of his face. Mara had spent six weeks failing to read that face and had come to respect the failure. Most people leaked. Vell kept his books shut, and a man who kept his books shut was either a man with nothing to hide or a man with everything, and Mara had not yet decided which, and the not-deciding was itself a kind of respect.
“Talk to me about the window,” he said.
“Five days to strip her clean,” Renn said. “Six if you want the drive core, and you want the drive core, she’s got an old Kessler mains in her by the burn signature, and those don’t come along on a salvage claim twice in a career. After that the lane shifts and we’re pushing our own margins to make Halgren before the freeze closes it.”
“Then five days, and we leave the core if she fights us for it.” Vell’s gaze ran down the lit spine of the Calyx and back, slow, taking the measure of a payday and the trouble it might cost. “What’s she holding air for?”
“Don’t know yet,” Dossou said.
“I don’t pay for don’t-know. I pay for stripped and gone, and a clean log at the end of it.” He said it without heat, the way another man might note the time, because that was simply where his mind lived, in the narrow country between what a job cost and what it returned. A breathing wreck was a variable, and Vell did not care for variables, because a variable was a thing that turned a clean payday into a board of inquiry and a year of questions. “Anything aboard that breathing hull that’s going to cost me more than it pays?”
Nobody answered, which was its own answer, and Mara watched the four of them not answer it. She watched a working crew look at a thing that frightened them and choose, each in their own way, not to say the word for it out loud, because saying it might make it real, and a real wrong thing on a salvage hull was a thing that came out of your cut.
She said nothing either. She drank the cold dregs of her own tea and let them forget she was there, which was the thing she was best at in all the world, and she looked at the eleven amber ports holding their patient light, and she thought about a ship that had run fast enough to bend the very clock she measured her life by, silent for sixty years by everyone’s reckoning, still warm, still breathing, lamps lit, waiting in the dark like a thing that had been told to expect company and had never once stopped getting ready for it. She thought about the tenth digit, the impossible character stamped into the prow taller than the man who’d carved it. She thought about the word Calyx, a cup, the part of a flower that holds the rest of it closed before it opens, and she did not yet know why that word sat in her chest like a swallowed stone, and she would not know for days, and the quiet keeping-place in her had already filed it with the rest, the way it filed everything, and somewhere below the level where she did her conscious thinking, the long sum of the Calyx had quietly begun to run.
“We board in twenty,” Vell said. “Suits and tethers, two teams. Renn forward, Dossou aft with me. Nobody wanders, nobody opens anything sealed without me on the channel. A ship this old’s got a hundred ways to kill you and most of them are just physics that’s been waiting sixty years for one fool to give it the chance.” He turned for the ladder, then stopped, because he was a thorough man and the passenger was a line on his manifest he had not yet accounted for in the day’s work. “You. You stay aboard the Margin.”
Mara looked at the Calyx, lit and breathing and wrong, the name standing tall above a digit that could not exist, the eleven lamps burning their patient welcome into a dark that should have swallowed them sixty years ago. She felt the column shift somewhere under her attention, the first figures of it settling toward a sum she could not yet see, and she felt the old familiar pull of a thing that would not add up, the pull that had run her whole life and run her onto this hull and would, she understood with a small cold certainty, run her straight through the captain’s order before the five days were out.
“I’ll stay aboard the Margin,” she said.
She meant it the way she meant most agreements, which was to say she meant it precisely as long as it cost her nothing, and not one second past. Provisionally. And Vell, who kept his books shut and read other people’s better than he let on, looked at her a moment longer than the agreement needed, as if he’d heard the provisional in it, before he went down the ladder to find his tether and his suit and the breathing ship that was about to become the worst payday of his careful life.






  
  Chapter 2: Boarding


It took Mara four minutes to talk her way onto the Calyx, and three of them were Vell pretending he was not already going to say yes.
She made the argument the way she made all her arguments, which was to let the other person walk to her conclusion and arrive believing they’d chosen the road themselves. She did not say she wanted to board. Wanting was a card you never showed, because a person who knew what you wanted knew the price they could charge you for it. Instead she said the thing that was true and useful and shaped to Vell’s particular fear, which was the fear of a board of inquiry and a voided claim and a year of his life spent answering questions in a room with no payday at the end of it.
“The claim will need a records assessor’s countersignature before any of it clears insurance,” she said. She said it flatly, the way she’d say the time, standing at the lock while the crew suited up around her, and she watched the figure of it land behind the closed ledger of his face. “An unwitnessed strip on a hull this irregular is the kind of thing an underwriter can void a year later. After the cargo’s sold. After the money’s spent and split and gone. They send a letter, they cite a procedural gap, and suddenly the cleanest payday of your career is a debt you owe back with interest, and there’s no arguing it because you’ve got nobody’s signature on the irregularity but your own.”
“You’re a passenger,” Vell said.
“I’m a passenger who reads salvage claims for the Mercator underwriting pool. Forty years of them.” It was true, every word, and arranged with great care to leave out the part where Mercator had nothing to do with why she’d booked this hull, where she’d read this particular claim for herself and no pool at all, where the only assessment she meant to make on the Calyx was of a thing that lived in her own chest and had no entry in any ledger. A good lie was a true thing turned just slightly off its axis, and Mara had spent forty years learning the exact angle. “You can strip her without me. But if her registry’s as strange up close as it looks from here, and it will be, you’ll want a name on the paper that an underwriter trusts when the letter comes. Mine’s that name. You’re getting it for the price of a spare suit and a tether, and you’re getting it from someone who’s already aboard.”
Vell looked at her for a long moment, and Mara let him look. She knew, the way she’d known in the cockpit and let him sign her aboard anyway, that he could see the hand working the cards. He was not a stupid man, and a man who kept his books that tightly shut had not done it by failing to notice when someone else was keeping theirs. But the argument was clean, and the fear was real, and a captain who lived in the country between cost and return could not easily refuse a thing that cost him a suit and bought him a shield against the one outcome he feared most.
He looked at Dossou. The medic lifted one shoulder, a small economical motion that said the passenger isn’t wrong, and that settled it, though Vell made them all wait while he pretended to weigh a thing already decided.
“You stay on my channel,” he said at last. “You touch nothing. You countersign what I tell you to countersign and you keep your hands in your pockets otherwise. The first time you wander, you’re back aboard the Margin and you stay there in your berth with the door tagged, and I don’t care what you’ve signed or haven’t. Understood?”
“Understood.”
“Suit her up,” he told Dossou, and went to find his own tether, and Mara understood that she had just won the only argument that mattered and that the winning had cost her nothing, which was exactly how she liked her victories, small and quiet and free.
The suit was a size too large and smelled of the last person who’d worn it, a sharp animal ghost of someone else’s labor pressed into the lining where no scrubber could reach. Dossou checked the seals at Mara’s wrists and throat with quick certain hands, and there was a competence in the checking that Mara filed the way she filed everything, because a medic who handled your seals like she’d done it ten thousand times had done it ten thousand times, and the truth of a person’s hours lived in their hands more honestly than in anything they said about themselves. Dossou’s hands said she had sealed a great many people into a great many suits and pulled a great many of them back out, and that some of the pulling-out had gone badly.
“You don’t have to do this,” Dossou said quietly, working the collar ring, her voice low enough to stay off the open channel. “Vell’ll countersign his own claim if you’d rather stay warm in your berth. He’s done it before. The Mercator line’s a good argument, but it’s an argument for staying aboard and signing the paper he hands you, not for crossing onto a sixty-year wreck that’s breathing when it shouldn’t.”
“I’d rather see her.”
“Why?” Not unkind. Just the question, set down plain, the way Dossou set most things down.
Mara had a dozen true answers and gave the one that cost her nothing, the one that was true enough to pass and small enough to be safe. “Because a ship that breathes after sixty years is the most interesting thing I’ve read in a decade, and I’m too old to pretend I’m not curious about it.”
Dossou’s mouth did something that was almost a smile, a brief warmth that surfaced and submerged. “That’s the first honest thing you’ve said since you came aboard.” She seated the collar with a click, tested it, nodded. “There. You leak, you tell me. You don’t tough it out and you don’t try to make Halgren on willpower. Cold does ugly things slow, and the worst of it is you won’t feel the start. By the time you notice you’re cold, you’re already in trouble. So you tell me at the first wrong feeling, not the third. That’s the deal for the suit.”
“That’s the deal,” Mara agreed, and meant this one, because Dossou’s care was the kind you’d be a fool to refuse, and because the medic had just told her something useful without meaning to, which was that Dossou’s instinct, even toward a passenger she’d known six weeks and could not read, was to keep her alive. Mara filed it with the unbidden cup of tea. Two kindnesses now, unasked, from a woman who owed her nothing. She did not yet know what to make of them, and she had learned long ago to be most careful of exactly the people she could not yet make anything of.
They crossed on tethers, the two teams strung out across the black gap between hulls like beads on a wire, and Mara had done three vacuum crossings in her life and hated all three for the same reason, which was the way the body insisted on understanding the fall that wasn’t there. There was no down. She knew there was no down. And still the oldest part of her, the lizard crouched at the base of the skull, counted a drop that would never come and braced for an impact that did not exist, and the bracing was a low animal hum under everything, a fear with no object that the mind could not argue away because it did not live in the part of her the mind could reach. She kept her eyes on the growing wall of the Calyx and not on the gulf beneath it, and she breathed the borrowed air with its ghost of someone else’s work, and she did not tough it out so much as refuse, with each breath, to give the cold and the dark and the falling lizard their first inch of her.
Up close the hull was worse, or better. She could not decide which word the wrongness wanted, and the indecision was itself a kind of data.
Sixty years in the black should have written itself across the plating in a language Mara had read on a hundred salvaged hulls, the slow vocabulary of abandonment, micrometeorite scarring stippled across every sun-facing surface, the bleach and fade of unfiltered starlight, the seams gone loose as the hull breathed its slow thermal breath through six decades of expansion and contraction with no one aboard to tend it. The Calyx had some of that. A frosting of tiny pits across her flank. A fading along the windward seams. But under the frosting the hull was sound in a way that turned Mara’s stomach, the plates seated true, the seams holding, the airlock housing ahead of them lit from within by the same patient amber as the ports, and a wreck looked like a wreck and this looked like a ship that had docked yesterday and simply declined to mention where it had spent the last sixty years. The damage was real and the soundness under the damage was realer, and the two together said something Mara’s whole trade rebelled against, which was that the Calyx had been weathered by sixty years and maintained through them at the same time, abandoned and kept, a tomb that someone had gone on dusting.
The lock cycled when Renn keyed it. Cycled. Drew power, ran its pumps, equalized its pressure with the small mechanical patience of a system doing exactly what it had been built to do, sixty years after the last hand should have touched it, as if it had been waiting all that time in the dark for someone to come and knock.
“Tell me that’s normal,” Mara said on the channel, before she’d decided to say it.
“Nothing about her’s normal,” Renn said. “But the lock’s just doing what locks do. Power, seal, pump, open. A lock’s a simple thing, simpler than a lamp even. Don’t make a ghost story out of plumbing.” He said it lightly, but Mara heard the work in the lightness, the effort of a man talking himself past a thing that frightened him by naming it small, and she let him have it, because a person reached for the small word when the true word was too large to carry across a vacuum gap on a tether.
The inner door opened on a corridor, and the corridor had lights.
Not trickle-lamps. Not the dying amber of a charge bleeding out over decades, the thing Renn had promised her in the cockpit. The overheads ran a clean working white, dimmed to a rest-cycle low, the exact restful gloom of a ship keeping its night, the light a hull made when its people had gone to their berths and left the corridors lit just enough to walk by. A draft moved against Mara’s suit, faint and steady, the breath of scrubbers turning over somewhere deep in the hull, pulling carbon from the air and pushing oxygen back the way they’d been doing, by the evidence, for sixty years past the point when there should have been anyone left to breathe either. And the deck plating was clean. Not pristine. Clean, the way a floor was clean when someone swept it, with a faint grit collected at the corners where grit always collected no matter how often you swept, the small honest imperfection of a lived-in place, and that grit in the corners was the most frightening thing Mara had seen since the eleven lamps, because micrometeorite dust did not gather in corners. Dust in corners was made by feet. By footsteps, walking, over years, carrying grit from the wide places to the narrow ones, the slow sedimentary record of people who lived in a space and crossed it and crossed it again.
“Captain,” Dossou said, and her voice had lost the steadiness it had carried across the gap. “The dust. Look at the dust in the corners.”
“I see it.” Vell’s voice stayed flat, but he had stopped moving, and a man like Vell stopping was louder than another man shouting. “Renn. Your read on the air, now. The instrument, not your guess.”
A pause while Renn checked his suit’s tell, and Mara watched the pause stretch past the length a simple reading should take. “Breathable,” he said finally. “Genuinely breathable. Low oxygen, like Dossou called from the Margin, but it’s turning over. Something’s still making it, right now, while we stand here.” A longer pause, and his voice changed under it, the lightness gone. “Cap, the carbon’s not where it should be. It’s low. The scrubbers are pulling it down. And scrubbers don’t pull down nothing, they’re not built to scrub an empty room, they’re built to scrub what people breathe out. The carbon’s low because something’s been keeping it low. Because something’s been breathing in here, and something’s been scrubbing what it breathes, and the two of them have been at it long enough that the air’s still in balance.”
Nobody said the thing. Mara stood in the lit corridor with the draft moving against her suit and watched the four of them not say it, four working salvagers strung down a corridor that should have been a tomb, each of them arriving at the same sum and none of them willing to be the one who wrote it at the bottom of the column, because writing it made it real and a real thing like this was not a thing any of them had a place to put.
So Mara wrote it, because she was the one who summed things, and because the words wanted out of her more than her caution wanted them in.
“People lived here,” she said. “After the silence. For a long time, they lived here. The dust in the corners is footsteps. The air is breath. The scrubbers are working because there’s been something to scrub.” She looked down the clean lit corridor to where it bent away into the ship’s slow tumble, into the warm patient dark of a hull that had kept its night for sixty years. “The question was never why she’s still breathing. A ship doesn’t breathe on its own any more than a house keeps its own night. The question is who taught her to keep it up, and how long they were here doing it, and where they are now that the breathing’s gone down to eleven lamps and a draft.”
“You countersign salvage claims,” Vell said, and there was an edge in it now, the edge of a man whose careful world had just developed a crack he could not seal. “You don’t get to stand on my boarding and make it spooky.”
“I’m not making it anything. I’m reading what’s here, the same as I’d read it on the page.” She turned, slow in the oversized suit, and took the corridor in end to end the way she took a ledger, the whole of it before she trusted any single line. “A dead ship is a sentence. It ends. The log stops, the air goes, the lamps die, and you read the ending and you sign the claim and you tow what’s left. This one’s not a sentence. It’s a paragraph, and the paragraph doesn’t end, and somebody’s hand was still on it a great deal more recently than sixty years ago.”
That stopped even Renn, who had a small word ready for everything, and for a moment the four of them and the passenger stood in the breathing corridor with no words at all, only the draft and the patient white light and the dust feet had tracked into the corners.
They worked their way inward, and Vell kept them tight and kept the channel clear, and the Calyx gave up her interior the way a careful liar gave up a story, each room exactly as it should be and the sum of all the rooms impossible. A galley, the surfaces wiped, a single cup left in a drying rack as if its owner had set it there meaning to come back for it within the hour and the hour had simply never ended. A corridor of sleeping berths with the doors open, bedding squared away on some and rumpled on others, the ordinary human untidiness of a place caught in the middle of being lived in rather than the dreadful order of a place where everyone had died at once. And a hydroponics bay gone dark and dead, the only honestly dead thing aboard, the racks collapsed and brown, the growing-lights cold, and that single dead room was almost a relief, a thing behaving the way the whole ship should have behaved, a corner of the Calyx that had finally given up the lie.
Almost. Because Mara stood in the doorway of the dead garden and read the cultivation logs still glowing on a half-powered panel beside the racks, and the last entry was recent. Not sixty-years recent. Recent. A clean hand logging a failed yield, a note about a blight that had taken the last of the crop, the small specific despair of someone watching the food run out and writing it down anyway because writing it down was what you did, and the timestamp on that despair sat there in patient green and made no sense at all against a ship that had gone silent before that timestamp’s century had a name.
She did not mention it. She was learning the rhythm of this place, and the rhythm was: read it, file it, keep your face, do not be the passenger who reads too much in front of a captain who already regrets bringing her. But the back room of her was filling fast now, faster than it had filled in years, the registry string and the breathing hull and the cornered grit and the fresh-dated grief over a dead garden, and the sum they pointed at was a shape she did not yet have words for, only the cold certainty that the words existed somewhere in the column and that she was going to have to read all the way down to find them.
“Sealed section ahead,” Renn called from the forward bend, his voice flattened by the channel. “Bulkhead’s locked down hard, dogged from the far side. The manifest tag says—” a pause while he read it “—says it’s empty. Storage void, unpressurized, nil contents.”
Mara came up beside him, careful, hands in her pockets the way she’d promised. The bulkhead was a heavy pressure door, dogged shut and locked, and the manifest plate beside it glowed with the ship’s own inventory of itself in patient amber characters: SECTION 9 — VOID — UNPRESSURIZED — NIL CONTENTS.
The draft of the Calyx’s breathing moved against her suit, and on an instinct she didn’t examine she held her gloved hand a few inches off the seam of the sealed door, not touching, the way you’d hold your hand near a stove to feel for heat, and she felt what some part of her had already expected to feel.
Air. A faint steady exhalation, the smallest pressure of it, leaking around the seal of a section the ship’s own manifest swore held nothing and no atmosphere at all.
“It’s pressurized,” she said. “Your empty void’s holding air.”
Renn looked at the manifest plate. He looked at the dogged door. He looked back at the plate, as if the contradiction might resolve itself if he gave it another reading. “Manifest says—”
“I can read what the manifest says.” She lowered her hand. “It’s lying. Or someone taught it to lie. A manifest doesn’t decide on its own to call a pressurized section empty. Somebody changed the entry, or the entry was wrong from the start and nobody ever caught it, and either way there’s atmosphere behind a door the ship insists is open to vacuum, and that’s not a thing that happens by accident on a hull that documents itself this carefully.”
“Leave it,” Vell said over the channel, from somewhere aft where he and Dossou worked the medical bay. “Sealed, locked, dogged from the far side, and not on today’s list. We strip the easy decks first. We don’t crack pressure doors on a breathing wreck on the first day for the pleasure of finding out what’s behind them. Tag it and move on, and we’ll have the discussion about whether it’s worth opening when we’ve got the day’s tonnage logged.”
“Tag it and move on,” Renn agreed, and reached up to mark the door with a strip of bright salvage tape, and Mara watched him do it and said nothing, because she’d promised to keep her hands in her pockets and her arguments to herself, and because the sealed door was not going anywhere, and neither was she.
But she read the section number again before they moved on, and she read the lie of the manifest, and she filed both of them with the rest, in the quiet back room that never threw anything away, the room that was beginning, for the first time in years, to feel crowded.
Section nine. Empty. Lying. Breathing.
She would think about that door a great deal in the days to come, and she would wish, later, with a particular sharpness, that she had made Vell crack it on the first day, when there were still five of them whole and the clock still read five and the worst thing aboard the Calyx was a question instead of an answer. But that was later, and later was a country she had not yet entered, and for now she turned her back on the breathing door and followed the patient working white of the lights deeper into a ship that would not stop pretending to be dead, and behind her in the galley the single cup sat in its drying rack, waiting for a hand that was never coming, and the lamps burned on, and somewhere ahead in the warm tumbling dark the Calyx held the thing it had carried into silence, and waited, the way it had waited sixty years, for someone with a thumb good enough to read it.






  
  Chapter 3: The Body


They found him on the second day, in a maintenance crawlway off the spine corridor, and the first thing Mara understood, kneeling later over the impossible fact of him, was that the Calyx had finally told the truth about something, and the truth was worse than any of the lies had been.
The morning had gone the way salvage mornings went, which was to say it had gone in the dull profitable rhythm of taking a ship apart. Vell ran them in two teams again, stripping the easy decks, and the work was the unglamorous labor of pulling anything that could be sold off a hull that no longer needed it, conduit and coupling and the rare-metal guts of systems that would never run again. Renn priced the Kessler mains a second time, ran his hand along the great cold housing of it the way a man runs his hand along a thing he means to own, and pronounced it worth the extra day. Dossou catalogued the medical bay, which was intact and stocked and, like everything else aboard, recently used, and she stopped cataloguing partway through because the recently-used part had stopped being something any of them could pretend around. There were supplies drawn down to recent dates. There were the small organized signs of a working infirmary, a place where someone had treated the sick and the hurt of a hidden population, and the someone had kept it the way a good medic kept a bay, and the keeping had gone on, by the evidence, until very lately indeed.
Mara countersigned what Vell told her to countersign and read everything he didn’t, and the back room of her filled and filled, and she said little, and she watched.
It was the rigger who found him. Okonkwo-Sells, the fourth of them, the broad quiet man who opened the sealed and the stuck and the dropped, who had said perhaps forty words to Mara in six weeks and every one of them necessary. He was clearing a collapsed access panel in the spine corridor, the kind of routine obstruction a rigger cleared a dozen times a day, when the crawlway behind it opened up under his light, and then he was backing out of it fast, faster than a big man moved in a suit, the economy gone out of him all at once, and he said one word on the channel.
“Captain.”
Just that. But the shape of how he said it, the flat stripped sound of a man whose voice had been emptied of everything but the one thing he needed to convey, brought all of them at a run.
Vell went in first, because he was the captain and that was the job, the thing the title meant when it stopped being about cost and tonnage and became about the body a crew did not want to be the first to see. Mara stood in the spine corridor with the others and watched the captain’s light play through the open panel, and she watched his broad back go still in a way that bodies only went still for one reason, the particular arrested stillness of a person looking at the dead. When he came out, the closed ledger of his face had come open at last, just slightly, just at the edges, and Mara saw what it cost him to close it again.
“Dossou,” he said. “With me. The rest of you hold.”
Mara did not hold.
She told herself afterward that she’d had a reason, that a records witness ought to see what the claim would have to account for, that it was procedure and her name was on the paper. None of it was true and she knew it even as she moved. The truth was simpler and lived lower down than reason, in the same place the falling-fear lived, in the part of her the mind did not reach. The truth was that she had spent two days reading a ship that would not stop lying, and a body was a fact, the first hard fact the Calyx had offered her, and she was starved for a fact the way a person is starved who has eaten nothing but lies, and the part of her that summed columns had stood up and walked toward the one true figure in the whole impossible ledger before the cautious part of her had finished voting on whether she should.
So she was at Dossou







